THE ETHICS OF COLLECTING   DUES

By CESAR CHAVEZ

In 1966 Chavez and the National Farm Workers Associations (NFWA) met with sympathetic clergy to discuss fundraising tactics, monthly dues, and other types of member commitment. This selection from the meeting highlights Chavez's moral argument behind asking for money from the poor.
When we began in 1962, we were aware of the histories of those unions which had preceded us. For 80 years every organizing struggle had ended with reports such as this: “The workers are not ready for the union. They did not do their share to get organized.” But almost every honest report of failure included another statement: “We had to stop organizing or temporarily disband because we ran out of money.”

When we started, there were people who wanted to give us money. In fact, one lady offered us $50,000 to organize workers. When I said, “No,” she was very hurt. I told her, “If I take the money now, that would be the worst thing I could do. I don’t want the money. Some other time I will, but not now.” The AFL-CIO had just spent a million and a half dollars, and they failed to organize farm workers. So why did we think we could do it with $50,000? We started with the principle that no matter how poor the people, they had a responsibility to help the union. If they had $2 for food, they had to give $1 to the union. Otherwise, they would never get out of the trap of poverty. They would never have a union because they couldn't afford to sacrifice a little bit more on top of their misery. 

The statement, “They're so poor they can't afford to contribute to the group” is a great cop-out. You don’t organize people by being afraid of them. You never have. You never will. You can be afraid of them in a variety of ways. But one of the main ways is to patronize them. You know the attitude: blacks or browns or farm workers are so poor that they can't afford to pay for their own group...

I went to a farm worker’s home in McFarland, 7 miles south of Delano. It was winter. Winter in the valley means no work. I knew it. And everyone knew it. As I knocked on the door, the guy in the little two-room house was going to the store with a $5 bill to get groceries. And there I was. He owed $7 because he was one full month behind plus the current one. So I’d come for $7. But all he had was $5. I had to make a decision. Should I take $3.50 or shouldn't I? It was very difficult. Up to this time I had been saying, “They should be paying. And if they don't pay, they’ll never have a union.” He gave me the $5. We went to the store and changed the $5 bill. I got the $3.50 and gave him the $1.50. I stayed with him. He bought $1.50 worth of groceries and went home.

That experience hurt me, but it also strengthened my determination. If this man was willing to give me $3.50 on a dream, when we were really taking the money out of his own food, then why shouldn’t we be able to have a union – however difficult? There had never been a successful union for farm workers. Every attempt had been defeated. People were killed. They ran into every obstacle you can think of. The whole agricultural industry along with government and business joining forces to break the union and keep them from organizing. But with the kind of faith this farm worker had, why couldn't we have a union?

So we set out to develop exactly that kind of faith. And by the time the strike came, we had that kind of resolution among members. Only a small percentage of the workers were paying dues. But it was ingrained in them that they were going to have a union come hell or high water. That’s the kind of spirit that kept us going and infected other farm workers – this little core of people who were willing to stop taking and sacrifice to get it done.

Four years later, two weeks after we signed our first contract with Schenly Vineyards, the man I described earlier came up to me and produced a company paycheck. He said it represented almost 300% more than what he was making in 1962. “Remember the $3.50?” he said. “That was my investment.”















